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THE D.C. OPPORTUNITY SCHOLARSHIP
PROGRAM: PRESERVING SCHOOL CHOICE
FOR ALL

WEDNESDAY, MAY 13, 2009

U.S. SENATE,
COMMITTEE ON HOMELAND SECURITY
AND GOVERNMENTAL AFFAIRS,
Washington, DC.

The Committee met, pursuant to notice, at 10:03 a.m., in room
SD-342, Dirksen Senate Office Building, Hon. Joseph 1. Lieber-
man, Chairman of the Committee, presiding.

Present: Senators Lieberman, Akaka, Burris, Bennet, Collins,
Voinovich, and Ensign.

OPENING STATEMENT OF CHAIRMAN LIEBERMAN

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Good morning, and welcome to this hear-
ing of the Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Govern-
mental Affairs. We are this morning considering the “D.C. Oppor-
tunity Scholarship Program: Preserving School Choice For All,” is
the way we describe it. Good morning to everybody and thanks to
the witnesses for being here.

It struck me as I walked over here that this is a program in the
multi-trillion dollar Federal budget that is really very small in dol-
lar numbers. But it arouses large interest, and I think it raises big
hopes in the hearts and minds of the parents and the children who
are involved in that program. And it is in that spirit that we hold
this hearing today.

I want to first answer the question about why this Committee is
holding the hearing because it may not be immediately obvious. It
is not because Senator Collins and I happen to support the D.C.
Opportunity Scholarship Program (OSP). It is because, first, the
Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs Committee has his-
torically had jurisdiction over matters related to the District of Co-
lumbia. So, for instance, earlier this year, we reported out the bill
that would give District residents for the first time a voting rep-
resentative in the House of Representatives. This afternoon, the
Committee is holding hearings on the President’s nomination of
two people to be on the Superior Court of the District of Columbia.
So this happens to be the D.C. related committee.

Second, during the vote on the D.C. House Voting Rights Act, a
few senators submitted legislation to continue the authorization of
the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program for a period of years.
This promised to put the bill into gridlock and give everybody a dif-
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ficult choice to make. And a compromise was worked out in which
the majority leader, Senator Reid, said that if those of us who had
offered the amendment would withdraw it at this time, he would
pledge that he would give floor time to a consideration of a meas-
ure reauthorizing the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program some-
time this spring or, at the latest, early summer. And as part of
that, I pledged, with Senator Collins’ consent and agreement, to
hold the hearing that we are holding today. So that is why we are
here.

The second thing I want to say at the outset is that though I sup-
port this program and have from the beginning, and Senator Col-
lins does as well, we have wanted this hearing to be a fair and
open consideration of the pros and cons of the D.C. Opportunity
Scholarship Program. We wanted, if you will, to hear from advo-
cates and opponents, from both sides.

I do want to state for the record, and I think it bears noting, that
we invited no less than six witnesses who are opposed to the reau-
thorization of this program to come and testify, and not a single
one accepted our invitation. So I say that with regret because I
wanted to hear both sides. We will hear from the principal investi-
gator of the firm that the Department of Education chose to do an
independent evaluation of this program, and he comes, as far as I
know, with no particular bias. And so, in that sense, we will have
some additional representation.

Now, let me just go to the history of the program to remind us
all how we got to where we are.

The D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program was authorized in
the District of Columbia School Choice Incentive Act of 2003 and
was passed by Congress in January 2004 as part of the Consoli-
dated Appropriations Act of that year. The Act provided new fund-
ing—and this is very important—in equal parts for three recipi-
ents: The District of Columbia Public Schools—this was new fund-
ing for the D.C. Public Schools as part of an agreement. It was not
previous funding. Second, funding went to the charter schools in
the District; and, third, the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship was
funded.

There were findings in that law that Congress adopted, and it
was signed by the President, that state that, “Available educational
alternatives to the public schools are insufficient”—in other words,
Congress made that finding—“and more educational options are
needed. In particular, funds are needed to assist low-income par-
ents to exercise choice among enhanced public opportunities and
private education environments.”

So the purpose of this program, the OSP, is to provide low-in-
come parents residing in our Nation’s capital, particularly parents
of students who attend elementary or secondary schools that have
been identified as needing improvement, corrective action, or re-
structuring, with expanded opportunities for enrolling their chil-
dren in private schools in the District.

The Act directed the Secretary of Education of the United States
to award a grant for up to 5 years to an eligible entity to operate
the scholarship program, and it was the Washington Scholarship
Fund that was chosen as the first grantee of the program.

VerDate Nov 24 2008  09:19 Jan 25,2011 Jkt 051027 PO 00000 Frm 00006 Fmt6633 Sfmt6633 P:\DOCS\51027.TXT SAFFAIRS PsN: PAT



ph44585 on D330-44585-7600 with DISTILLER

3

As many here know, under the program, annual scholarships of
up to $7,500 per child are awarded to children from low-income
families to attend private schools in the District. Funds appro-
priated for the program have been sufficient to support between
1,613 and 2,000 students annually.

As I suggested a moment ago, the Act mandated that an inde-
pendent evaluation of the program be conducted to assess academic
and non-academic outcomes, using the strongest possible research
design for determining how effective the program has been. And
that is when the Department of Education contracted with the In-
stitute for Educational Sciences, whose principal investigator we
will hear from this morning.

The most recent results, which were released on April 3 of this
year, found that the program produced a statistically significant
positive impact on reading, on parental satisfaction, and on paren-
tal confidence about school safety. Before that report came out, not-
withstanding the fact that it had not come out, in the Omnibus Ap-
propriations Act of 2009 adopted on March 11, 2009, an amend-
ment was inserted that prohibits the Department of Education
from admitting new applicants to the program beyond the coming
school year. And, in fact, on April 9, letters were sent to the 630
students that had applied for vouchers for this September, includ-
ing the 182 children who had already been informed that they
would receive a scholarship, that the program was going to end.

On May 6, just last week, President Obama announced that he
would support a proposal to allow current students to remain in
the program through graduation but that no new students would
be accepted to the program. That, I suppose, is a step forward, but
with all due respect, in my opinion, it is simply not enough. If the
Opportunity Scholarship Program is not working, it should be ter-
minated for all children. If it is working well enough to be contin-
ued for those children currently in the program until they graduate
from school, then it should also be continued for succeeding genera-
tions of new students.

The question I think to be asked of the Opportunity Scholarship
Program, and any school program, should be whether it works,
whether it improves the educational performance of the students
involved. That is not a Democratic or a Republican question. It is
not even an Independent question. It is not a liberal or a conserv-
ative question. It is a factual question based on factual information,
including professional evaluations and test scores.

When I apply that non-ideological, non-partisan standard to the
District of Columbia Opportunity Scholarship Program, my conclu-
sion is that it works. It certainly works well enough to keep it
going for new students. And I base that conclusion on the report
of the independent evaluator, Patrick Wolf, who we will hear from
today, who will tell us that under the most rigorous study design,
this program is generating statistically significant educational
achievement.

That is no small accomplishment because most experimental or
innovative education programs, supported either by the Federal
Government, State governments, or private philanthropies, do not
show statistically significant results. In fact, of the 11 programs
studied under similarly rigorous procedures to those applied to the
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D.C. OSP, only 3 of 11 showed statistically significant results. So
the analysis of the D.C. OSP stands out in sharp relief from the
others as a successful educational reform program, and certainly
one that should be continued.

Those who can afford to send their children to private schools,
when they are dissatisfied with the public schools to which their
children would otherwise go, do so for obvious reasons, to provide
their children with the best education available. They do so as good
parents who care about their children’s future.

Why should we deny that opportunity to lower-income parents
who want the best education and future for their children, too? In
America, it should not be a privilege for any of our children to get
a first-rate education. It should be, and in my opinion really is, a
right, though it is a right that is too often not honored, particularly
for our poorest children. Without a quality education for all, there
cannot be equality for all, the kind of equality that our founding
documents promise for all.

Finally, I am going to go back to one of my political heroes,
former senator and former vice president, Hubert Humphrey, who
once said that the moral test of government is how that govern-
ment treats those who are in the dawn of life, the children; those
who are in the twilight of life, the elderly; and those who are in
the shadows of life, the sick, the needy, and the handicapped.

In the District of Columbia today, with regard to this program,
we must not allow the twilight to fall prematurely on a program
that is clearly serving those in the dawn of life. And we cannot
allow the shadows to fall on the dreams nurtured by that program
in the children and parents who are today part of it. So I look for-
ward to an informative and productive discussion this morning.

Senator Collins.

[The prepared statement of Senator Lieberman follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF SENATOR LIEBERMAN

Good morning and welcome to this hearing of the Senate’s Homeland Security and
Governmental Affairs Committee. This morning we are considering the “District of
Columbia Opportunity Scholarship Program: Preserving School Choice for All,” as
we describe it. It struck me as I walked over here that this is a program in the
multi-trillion dollar Federal budget that is small in dollar numbers but it arouses
large interest, and I think it raises big hopes in the hearts and minds of the parents
and the children who are involved in that program, and it’s in that spirit that we
hold this hearing today.

I want to first answer the question, why is this Committee holding the hearing,
because it may not be entirely obvious. It’s not because Senator Collins and I hap-
pen to support the District of Columbia’s Opportunity Scholarship Program (OSP),
although we do. It’s because first, the Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs
Committee has had jurisdiction over matters related to the District of Columbia. So
for instance, earlier this year we reported out the bill that would give District resi-
dents for the first time voting representation in the House of Representatives. Later
this afternoon, the Committee is holding hearings on the President’s nomination of
two people to be on the Superior Court of the District of Columbia. So, this happens
to be the D.C. related committee.

Secondly, during the vote on the District of Columbia’s Voting Rights Bill, a few
senators submitted legislation to continue the authorization of the Opportunity
Scholarship Program for a period of years. This promised to put the bill into grid-
lock and give everyone a difficult choice to make. A compromise was worked out in
which the Majority Leader, Senator Reid, said that if those who had offered the
amendment would withdraw it at this time, he would pledge to give floor time to
the consideration of the Opportunity Scholarship Program this spring, at the latest
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early summer. I pledged, with Senator Collins’ consent and agreement, to hold this
hearing, the hearing we are holding today, that’s why we’re here.

The third thing I want to say at the outset is that, although I have supported
this program right from the beginning, and Senator Collins does as well, we wanted
this hearing to be fair—a fair and open consideration of the pros and cons of the
District of Columbia Opportunity Scholarship Program. We wanted to be able to
hear from advocates and opponents of the Opportunity Scholarship Program. I do
want to state for the record that we invited no less than six witnesses to come and
testify about their alternative perspectives on this program and not a single one ac-
cepted our invitation. I say that with regret, because I wanted to hear both sides.

We will hear from the principle investigator from the firm that the Department
of Education chose to do an independent evaluation of this program, and he comes
with, as far as I know, no particular bias.

Now let me just go to the history of the program, to tell us all how we got to
where we are. The D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program was authorized by the
District of Columbia School Choice Incentive Act of 2003, passed by Congress in
January 2004 as part of the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2004, Public Law
108-199 (Title III of Division C of the Act). The Act provided new funding, in equal
parts, for D.C. public schools, charter schools, and scholarships. The findings under
the law state that “available educational alternatives to the public schools are insuf-
ficient, and more educational options are needed. In particular, funds are needed to
assist low-income parents to exercise choice among enhanced public opportunities
and private education environments.”

The purpose of the OSP program is to provide low-income parents residing in the
District, particularly parents of students who attend elementary or secondary
schools identified for improvement, corrective action, or restructuring, with ex-
panded opportunities for enrolling their children in private schools in the District.
The Act directed the Secretary of Education to award a grant for up to five years
to an eligible entity to operate the program. The Washington Scholarship Fund
(WSF) was chosen as the first grantee of the program. Under the OSP annual schol-
arships of up to $7,500 per child are awarded to children from low-income families
to attend private schools in the District.

Funds appropriated for the program have been sufficient to support between 1,613
and 2000 students. The Act also mandated that an independent evaluation of the
program be conducted to assess academic and non-academic outcomes, using the
strongest possible research design for determining program effectiveness. The study
was conducted by contract for the Institute of Education Sciences (IES). The most
recent IES study was released April 3, 2009, and found that the program produced
a statistically significant positive impact on reading. The study also found that for
parents, the program had a positive impact overall on school satisfaction and per-
ceptions of school safety.

The Omnibus Appropriations Act of 2009, which became Public Law 111-8 on
March 11, 2009, included funds for the OSP program for the 2009-2010 school year.
The Omnibus bill also imposed certain requirements on the OSP program, and in-
cluded a proviso stating that no funds after that school year would be available for
the OSP program unless a reauthorization bill is passed by Congress, and there is
legislation from the District of Columbia approving such reauthorization. There-
after, the Department of Education decided that no new applicants could be accept-
ed for the 2009-2010 school year, and on April 9, letters were sent to the 630 stu-
dents that had applied for vouchers for this September, including the 182 children
who had already been informed that they would receive a scholarship, that the pro-
gram was going to end. On May 6, 2009, President Obama announced that he would
support a proposal to allow current students to remain in the program through
graduation, but not new students.

That I suppose is a step forward, but with all due respect, in my opinion, it’s sim-
ply not enough. If the Opportunity Scholarship Program is not working, it should
be terminated for all children. If it is working well enough for the children who are
continuing in the program until they graduate from school, then it should also be
continued for new generations of students.

The question I think to be asked of the OSP program and any school program
should be whether it works, whether it improves the educational performance of the
students involved? That’s not a Democratic or Republican question, or even an Inde-
pendent question. It’s not a liberal or conservative question. It is a factual question
based on factual information including professional evaluations and test scores.

For the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program, my conclusion is that it works.
It certainly works well enough to keep it going for new students. I've based that
conclusion on the report of the independent evaluator, Patrick Wolf, who we’ll hear
from today to tell us that under the most rigorous studies this program is gener-
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ating statistically effective educational achievement, and that’s no small accomplish-
ment. Most experimental or innovative education programs funded by the Federal
Government, state government, or private philanthropies do not show statistically
significant results. In fact, of the 11 programs studied under similarly rigorous pro-
cedures to those applied to the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program, only three
of 11 showed statistically significant results. So the analysis of the D.C. Opportunity
Scholarship Program stands out in sharp relief. It’s a successful educational reform
program and certainly one that should be continued.

Those who can afford to send their children to private schools when they are dis-
satisfied with the public schools their children would otherwise go to, do so for obvi-
ous reasons: to provide their children with the best education available. They do so
as good parents who care about their children’s future. Why should we deny that
opportunity to lower income parents who also want the best future for their chil-
dren?

In America it should not be a privilege for any of our children to get a first rate
education. In my opinion it is a right, although often a right that is not honored.
Without an equal education for all there cannot be equality for all, the kind of
equality that our founding documents promised.

I'm going to go back to one of my political heroes, former Vice President Hubert
Humphrey, who observed that the “moral test of government is how that govern-
ment treats those who are in the dawn of life, the children; those who are in the
twilight of life, the elderly; and those who are in the shadows of life, the sick, the
needy and the handicapped.”

In D.C. today, we must not allow the twilight to fall on a program that is clearly
serving those in the dawn of life. And we cannot allow the shadows to fall on the
dreamfs that nurtured that program in the children and parents who are today a
part of it.

I look forward to an informative and productive discussion. Senator Collins?

OPENING STATEMENT OF SENATOR COLLINS

Senator COLLINS. Mr. Chairman, first let me thank you for con-
vening this hearing today and also for your very eloquent state-
ment, which sums up why we are here today.

This Committee has convened to consider the merits of extending
a program that has provided additional educational options for
some of our Nation’s most at-risk children. Sadly, the District’s
public schools continue to underperform despite an expenditure per
pupil rate that is the third highest in the Nation. Experts have
carefully studied the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program and
have concluded that the educational success of the program’s par-
tic}ilpalnts in reading has outpaced those in the District’s public
schools.

The personal success stories that we will hear today help us put
a face on what is really happening. A lot of times in the Senate,
we debate budget amounts, we look at statistics and studies, but
we do not always hear the personal stories of those who are af-
fected by the policy decisions that we make. And that is why I so
look forward to hearing the testimony of our two students today.

I also look forward to hearing the testimony of a mother whose
son is a second grader who has been able to take advantage of this
program, but whose daughter apparently will be denied the oppor-
tunity to follow in her brother’s footsteps. These stories help us un-
derstand the real world implications of cutting off this promising
program.

As the Chairman has indicated, more than 5 years ago, leaders
in the District of Columbia, including the former mayor, whom I
see today in the audience, worked with Congress to design a three-
sector strategy that provided new funding for D.C.’s public schools,
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public charter schools, and other educational opportunities for the
children of the District.

The D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program provides federally
funded scholarships that have enabled low-income students from
the public school system to attend a private school of their choice.
For many of these students, this has been their first and their only
opportunity to access a private education that previously was avail-
able only to the children of wealthier families.

The program’s popularity is illustrated by the long line of par-
ents waiting to enroll their children. Since its inception, more than
7,000 students have applied for scholarships, far more than the
program can accommodate. That should tell us something. That,
too, is an indication of the desirability of this program.

I would note that the President’s fiscal year 2010 budget pro-
vides $74 million to the District’s public schools. Of that amount,
$42 million is to improve the public schools; $20 million is to sup-
port the public charter schools; and $12 million is for the Oppor-
tunity Scholarship Program. Unfortunately, that $12 million, as
the Chairman has pointed out, would only allow those currently en-
rolled students to continue in the program. No new students would
be permitted, despite the fact that the breakdown clearly indicates
that the additional Federal funds are not diverting money from the
public schools. Moreover, the $7,500 per student cost for the schol-
arship children compares very favorably to the $15,511 per student
cost for the public schools.

The stories that we have heard from the parents and the stu-
dents participating in this program, as well as the testimony that
we will hear from the experts today, should guide our decision-
making. We will hear from the University of Arkansas researchers
on their study, which showed that parents are overwhelmingly sat-
isfied with their children’s experience in this program.

In March, the Department of Education released its evaluation
of the program’s impact after 3 years. It showed that the students
offered scholarships experienced improvements in reading that
were equal to more than 3 months of additional schooling. Similar
progress has not yet, however, been realized in math. I would like
to learn more about that. Nevertheless, it is clear that if Congress
were to discontinue funding for the Opportunity Scholarship Pro-
gram, it is estimated that 86 percent of the students would be reas-
signed to schools that do not meet “adequate yearly progress” goals
in reading and math. How can we allow that to happen?

I do also want to expand on what the Chairman said. Our goal
is to look at the facts and success or the problems with this pro-
gram in an impartial, factually based way. And we extended sev-
eral invitations to individuals who have reservations about the pro-
gram. We invited, for example, the Mayor, and I wish he were here
today so that we could hear his recommendations and explore his
views. We invited the National Education Association, which de-
clined the opportunity to attend this hearing. It is very unfortunate
that they have chosen not to participate since we would have wel-
comed their views. Nevertheless, I look forward to hearing the tes-
timony of our witnesses who know firsthand the difference that
this program has made in their own lives.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
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[The prepared statement of Senator Collins follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF SENATOR COLLINS

Today’s hearing on the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program allows the Com-
mittee to consider the merits of a program that has provided additional educational
options for some of our Nation’s most at-risk children.

Sadly, D.C.’s public schools continue to underperform despite an expenditure per
pupil rate that is the third-highest in the Nation. Experts have carefully studied the
D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program and concluded that the educational success
of the program’s participants in reading has outpaced those in the D.C. public
schools.

The personal success stories that we will hear today of Tiffany Dunston, a fresh-
man at Syracuse University and last year’s valedictorian of Archbishop Carroll High
School, and Ronald Holassie, a sophomore at Archbishop Carroll High School and
D.C. Deputy Youth Mayor for legislative affairs, are testament to this program’s
achievements. LaTasha Bennett, whose son is a second grader at Naylor Road
School, but whose daughter apparently will be denied the opportunity to follow in
her brother’s footsteps, will help us understand the real world implications of dis-
continuing the program.

More than 5 years ago, leaders in the District of Columbia, working with Con-
gress, designed a “three-sector” strategy that provided new funding for public
schools, public charter schools, and educational options for needy children. The D.C.
Opportunity Scholarship Program provides federally funded scholarships that have
enabled low-income students from the public school system to attend a private
school of their choice. For many of these students, this was their first and only op-
portunity to access a private education that previously was available only to the
children of wealthier families.

The program’s popularity is illustrated by the long line of parents waiting to en-
roll their children. Since its inception, more than 7,000 students have applied for
scholarships.

Of the $74 million for D.C. public schools in the President’s fiscal year 2010 budg-
et, $42 million is to improve the District’s public schools, $20 million is to support
D.C. public charter schools, and $12 million is for the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship
Program. Unfortunately, the $12 million provided for the D.C. Opportunity Scholar-
ship Program would only allow currently enrolled students to remain in the pro-
gram. No new students would be permitted, despite the fact that the $7,500 per stu-
dent cost for scholarship children compares favorably to the $15,511 per student
cost for public schools.

The stories we’ve heard from parents and students participating in the program,
as well as the testimony we will hear from our panel today, parallels what we've
learned from recent independent studies conducted by the University of Arkansas
and the Institute of Education Sciences at the U.S. Department of Education.

In December 2009, University of Arkansas researchers released the findings of a
new evaluation entitled “Family Reflections on the District of Columbia Opportunity
Scholarship Program.” The study showed that parents were overwhelmingly satis-
fied with their children’s experience in the program.

In March 2009, the Department of Education released its evaluation of the pro-
gram’s impact after 3 years. This report showed that students offered scholarships
experienced improvements in reading that were equal to more than 3 months of ad-
ditional schooling, while parents were increasingly satisfied with the quality and
safety of their children’s schools. Similar progress has not yet been realized in math,
however.

Nevertheless, if Congress were to discontinue funding for the D.C. Opportunity
Scholarship Program, it is estimated that 86 percent of the students would be reas-
signed to schools that do not meet “adequate yearly progress” goals in reading and
math. We should not allow that to happen.

Despite invitations to testify before the Committee, Mayor Adrian Fenty and the
National Education Association declined the opportunity to attend this hearing and
express their thoughts on the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program. It is unfortu-
nate that they have chosen not to participate since we would have welcomed their
views.

I look forward to hearing the testimony of our witnesses who know first-hand
what a positive difference the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program has made in
their lives.
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Chairman LIEBERMAN. Thank you, Senator Collins, for that ex-
cellent statement. Thanks for your commitment to both this pro-
gram and to a fair consideration of it.

We are going to go right to the witnesses. Sometime before long,
unfortunately, we are probably going to be called for a vote on the
Senate floor. We will go over quickly and come back, so we may
have to recess. But we are very honored to have this first panel of
a parent and two students, including a former student in the pro-
gram. So let us begin with Latasha Bennett, a parent from the
Naylor Road School.

Ms. Bennett, thanks so much for being here today.

TESTIMONY OF LATASHA BENNETT,! PARENT, NAYLOR ROAD
SCHOOL

Ms. BENNETT. Thank you. Good morning, Mr. Chairman, Senator
Collins, Members of the Committee, and fellow citizens. Thank you
for inviting me to share my views on the Opportunity Scholarship
Program and its impacts on my family and my child.

My name is Latasha Bennett. I am a 37-year-old single parent
of two intelligent children, my son, Nico Thomas, who is 8 years
old and attends Naylor Road through the Opportunity Scholarship
Program; and Nia, who is 4 years old, who has been denied a schol-
arship, and she will be attending kindergarten this coming year.

My annual income is approximately $12,200; therefore, I fit the
criteria for the low-income guidelines for the program. I am cur-
rently unemployed due to a disability that prevents me from hav-
ing long-term employment. I worked, first of all, since I was 14
years old until the year 2000 when I initially became disabled. For
several years, I have waited and went back to attempt to regain
employment. Unfortunately, that employment venture did not last
long.

I worked as a supervisor for Identification and Records at the
Metropolitan Police Department. I love working and performing su-
pervisor and management duties. I cannot wait to get back to work
when I am able.

The Opportunity Scholarship Program has been a true blessing
for me as well as Nico. He loves his school, his teachers, the staff,
and his friends. Nico is a part of the reading and the debate clubs.
He now wants to become a doctor. His class consists of 12 students,
which allows them more hands-on learning, and it gives them bet-
ter attention, and they learn two times better than they would in
a public school environment, which would be larger classes. And
they are given more attention as well, in the private school.

The D.C. public school that is assigned to my neighborhood
would be Birney Elementary, which is totally unacceptable for a
school because of the Opportunity Scholarship Program being on
the chopping block. And I cannot afford to send him to the Naylor
Road School myself.

I already lost a nephew through D.C. public schools. You may re-
member, February 2, 2004, the young gentleman, James Richard-
son, 17 years old, who was gunned down in Ballou Senior High
School. That was my nephew who was shot. I wonder if he had the

1The prepared statement of Ms. Bennett appears in the Appendix on page 47.
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opportunity to have a scholarship would he be sitting here today
as a success story. The school and his neighborhood had low expec-
tations for the students, and that right there, to me, made me want
to be a parent of a child that excels in the future.

The scholarship provides my child an opportunity to be in a qual-
ity educational environment. They are also bright and willing to
learn. My daughter, Nia, who is 4 years old, receives a Department
of Human Services (DHS) voucher through the District of Colum-
bia, which I also qualify for because of my income.

I fought and advocated for her to attend Naylor Road School
Annex because at the beginning they were not accepting DHS
vouchers. But I fought, and I inquired back in July of last year.
They applied for the vouchers, and they were approved, through
the DHS program, to accept vouchers in December. The next day,
she became a student at the Annex. She started immediately.

She now knows all of her letters. She knows how to write her
name. She is very articulate. This program has been a great suc-
cess for my daughter. I am grateful to Washington, DC, for the
voucher program for pre-kindergarten so that she can learn and get
ready for the kindergarten.

I applied for Nia to get a D.C. Opportunity Scholarship so that
she could attend Naylor Road School for the 2009-2010 year to be
with her brother. Initially, she was eligible for the scholarship, and
I received the eligibility letter, and I was so elated. Then, a retrac-
tion letter came. Of course, I was devastated and angry. I wanted
Nia to have the same opportunity to excel as well as her brother
is. And Nia is so looking forward to going to Naylor Road. She
often asks me, “Mom, when will I go to school with Nico?” And I
used to tell her soon. Now, I do not know what to tell her. Because
of the Opportunity Scholarship Program being on the chopping
block, I have no answer for her.

My children really need this program to continue. Without it, I
truly do not have a clue as to where I will send them. My assigned
neighborhood school, which is Birney Elementary off of Martin Lu-
ther King, is totally an unacceptable place, and the options are so
limited this late in the season.

I would like to ask Secretary Arne Duncan, how is it that my
child should not be given the same opportunity as his children to
get the best education possible? And I ask Mayor Fenty and Presi-
dent Obama to get involved. The children are our future, and edu-
cation is what is necessary for our future. Without that, what kind
of future do we have?

I attended the rally last week at Freedom Plaza. We submitted
over 7,000 D.C. residents’ signatures on a petition that agreed with
us to continue this Opportunity Scholarship Program. And I am
asking, humbly, the President, the Senators, Mayor Fenty, every-
body, and I am pleading with you all to rescind that decision to
deny the new applicants, as well as those children that were given
scholarships.

Education is the No. 1 priority in my household, and by allotting
Federal funding toward this program, it is a success. It shows great
improvement in the government’s decisionmaking. It is evident
that the program is working because the statistics show the stu-
dents have higher test scores. The program shows that low-income
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children can excel when given the opportunity. It gives parents
such as myself hope for our future.

My children’s future depends on this opportunity. They have
bright goals for their future. My son wants to be a doctor; my
daughter wants to be an actress and intends to go to Hollywood
one day. [Laughter.]

Blug without the proper education, how would they get to those
goals?

Remember, our children are our future, and without this proper
education, what type of future will we have? So please recommit
to this outstanding program. And I thank you, and so do Nico and
Nia, in advance, because we do believe that you all will make the
right decision when it comes to education.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Thanks so very much, Ms. Bennett, for an
excellent statement. I think you said at one point that your chil-
dreﬁl were articulate. I would say that their mother is articulate as
well.

Ms. BENNETT. Thank you.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Incidentally, you mentioned the 7,000 sig-
natures. These were delivered to us today. So the Committee has
them, and they will be part of our record as well.! Thank you.

Next, we have Tiffany Dunston, who is a former student at Arch-
bishop Carroll High School here in the District.

Ms. Dunston, thanks. Please proceed.

TESTIMONY OF TIFFANY DUNSTON,2 FORMER STUDENT,
ARCHBISHOP CARROLL HIGH SCHOOL

Ms. DUNSTON. Good morning, Mr. Chairman and Members of the
Committee. Thank you for having a hearing on the D.C. Oppor-
tunity Scholarship Program. It is a tremendous honor being a re-
cipient of the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program. And I want
to thank you for allowing me to speak with you about my experi-
ences with the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program.

I had a dream of going to Archbishop Carroll High School, but
that was not possible. I lived with my grandmother, who is dis-
abled, and she could not afford to send me to the school of my
choice. She applied for the scholarship because she wanted the best
education for me. Receiving a scholarship was a blessing for my
family and put me on the path to success. I grew up in a neighbor-
hood with a lot of poverty and crime, and there were such low ex-
pectations for kids in my neighborhood schools.

My family also experienced our own tragedy. My motivation to
get the best education possible was my cousin, James Dunston,
who was shot and killed at 17. James was planning to attend col-
lege and play basketball. My cousin was going to be the first col-
lege graduate in my family, but he died before he was given that
opportunity. Now, I am trying to step in his shoes and finish what
he started.

To my family and to myself, I am a representation of what he
could have done for my family and community. Through the D.C.
Opportunity Scholarship Program, I was afforded the opportunity

1The petitions referenced by Chairman Lieberman are on file with the Chief Clerk in the
Committee offices.
2The prepared statement of Ms. Dunston appears in the Appendix on page 50.
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to do just that. With the help of the scholarship, my dream was re-
alized. I had a say, a choice, in my education.

Now, when I look back on my high school years, I can definitely
say that I came a long way. This personal journey was made pos-
sible by my education at Archbishop Carroll High School. The envi-
ronment at Carroll is so different from public schools in Wash-
ington, DC, from the activities and curriculum to the way we are
expected to treat our peers and our studies. I was constantly
pushed to be a better person and individual student.

At a public school, there are constant distractions from school
work. With the scholarship, I was able to attend a school that pro-
vided a caring environment as well as a school where one-on-one
relationships with teachers were possible. Additionally, Archbishop
Carroll gives you a moral education, what is right and what to not
do. The rigorous environment provided by Archbishop Carroll
helped me to become the hard-working student I am today.

I just finished my freshman year at Syracuse University, where
I received almost a full scholarship. I am excited to go back for my
sophomore year and plan on majoring in biochemistry and
minoring in French.

I do look at myself as a D.C. success story, but I am not the only
one who has seen such an achievement. I have friends who are in
the same places I am. They were able to have a scholarship, and
ichelz are so happy with their experiences and how their future now
ooks.

I was lucky enough to receive the Opportunity Scholarship for all
4 years at Carroll High School. Had my scholarship been termi-
nated halfway through, I would not have been able to graduate
from Archbishop Carroll High School at the top of my class. I am
so grateful for this opportunity and sad that the other families will
not have the same opportunity for their children if this program is
terminated.

While I was able to come a long way, I see the challenges that
kids in D.C. still face. I am determined to be a part of this fight
to continue this scholarship for other students. I have been very
blessed and would like others to have the same opportunity. I am
determined to build a better environment for those who are in
need. I am on the path to success and hope others will have the
same opportunity.

You have the ability to give other D.C. children the opportunity
I had. My education gave me the chance at a successful story and
future. Please do not end a program that worked for me and is ben-
efiting tons of other students.

Three years from now, I will be walking across the stage receiv-
ing my college diploma, and none of this would have been possible
without the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program. Thank you.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Thank you very much. Your story is real-
ly not just evidence of the impact of the program, but it is an inspi-
rational story. And, of course, all the program does is give a schol-
arship for an opportunity, then individuals have to make the most
of it, which you obviously did. I know that you were the valedic-
torian in your graduating year at Archbishop Carroll, and you had
a grade point average (GPA) not of 4, but of 4.1.

[Applause.]
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Chairman LIEBERMAN. We will not ask the Senators here what
their GPA was, including me. [Laughter.]

The final witness on this panel is Ronald Holassie, who is now
a student at Archbishop Carroll.

Thanks so much for being here.

TESTIMONY OF RONALD HOLASSIE,'! STUDENT, ARCHBISHOP
CARROLL HIGH SCHOOL

Mr. HoLAsSIE. Thank you, too. My name is Ronald Holassie. 1
am currently Deputy Youth Mayor for Legislative Affairs for the
District of Columbia. I am excelling and soaring to success. This
program has changed my life and has made me the successful
young man standing before you now.

I credit this program greatly for my success, but it all started in
sixth grade. My mother was extremely concerned about my edu-
cation. I was coming home almost every night with no homework
and with poor grades. She was on the verge of sending me to her
home country, Trinidad, to go to school. Right around that time,
she found out about the Opportunity Scholarship Program, and she
applied for me, and I was soon accepted. She felt that now I had
a chance to get a high quality education and have a bright future.

Now, presently, I am about to go on to the 11th grade, which I
now have found out will be my last year. Right before 12th grade,
my road to a brighter future and success will be shut down. Every-
thing in my high school years will be lost. My road to a brighter
future will be stalled. My future of success will become a lost
dream. But that cannot happen. It should never happen.

I say this and mean this: No one should take away my future of
success and the future of the other 1,700 young children in this
program. I will once again say, the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship
Program must continue. There is no if, and, or but about it. Just
as I have changed and evolved so much as a person, other Oppor-
tunity Scholarship Program recipients are doing so as well.

It is not only about me and the other 1,700 recipients. I want
other children to have the same opportunity of school choice as
well. We are the future of Washington, DC, the United States of
America, and the world. This program is so powerful as it can
change an individual and make him a better, more successful per-
son with a brighter future just like me. Everyone should have a
choice, and everyone should have the right to school choice.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Thank you very much, Mr. Holassie; an
excellent statement. If we continue the program, even for the year
or for people in it, you will have the opportunity to stay in it
through graduation. But, obviously, we should act to make sure,
first, to guarantee that; second, to make sure that others can have
the opportunity you did.

I am just going to ask one or two quick questions.

Ms. Bennett, you indicated at one point that if the program is
not extended and your daughter cannot use it and go to the same
school as your son, that you find the public school that she would
go to unacceptable.

1The prepared statement of Mr. Holassie appears in the Appendix on page 52.
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I just want to ask you, because it is important for us to know,
why is it unacceptable and what have you found different and bet-
ter, presumably, in the school that your son goes to?

Ms. BENNETT. Well, for starters, the school that is in my neigh-
borhood is Birney Elementary School. I went to the school person-
ally to observe what takes place throughout the day. And I ob-
served no type of security. I observed students running up and
down the hallway. I observed the principal not looking professional
or even playing the part of a principal. I observed no type of dis-
cipline in the environment, just observing.

At my son’s school, Naylor Road School, first of all, it is secure.
For entrance, any person, even parents, you have to go to the office
to be permitted in any of the buildings. They do not need security
officers because there are secured, locked doors, and before you are
permitted to enter, you have to go into the office.

It also gives them—because the buildings are like homes—a
home type environment, each particular building, and it has small-
er classes. It is a more safe environment. You do not even see chil-
dren running outside. I mean, when I investigated the school prior
to enrolling Nico there, I thought, wow, children go there? Because
you normally see children running outside of the school, but it is
so well maintained and so well disciplined.

After my initial investigation of the school, I had to choose that
school for him. It is much better. It is a safe environment. I do not
want to lose my son or my daughter to a public school like my
nephew, where everything is going on and it is not secure. It is not
safe from what I observed, the public school in my neighborhood.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. I appreciate what you have said because
it is possible that some people might say, well, the parental con-
fidence about the security of a school is not an educational factor.
But of course it is.

Ms. BENNETT. Yes.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. I would not want my child in a school
that was unsafe because how could the child learn in an unsafe en-
vironment? And, of course, I would worry about the child’s safety
as a basic fact.

I was thinking as I was listening to you, just to say it briefly,
we all wish that every public school in Washington and everywhere
else in America was the best and gave the best opportunity for an
education to every one of our children, but wishing that does not
make it so.

It happens in the District that Mayor Fenty and Chancellor
Rhee, I think, have worked very aggressively and imaginably to try
to improve the public schools, but they are just not all where we
need them to be now. Then the question becomes are we going to
sacrifice the hopes of your children and these two extraordinary
young people, and others like them wanting something Dbetter,
while we are working to improve the public schools?

I want to ask Tiffany and Ronald to take a moment and just de-
scribe what were the most significant changes for the better that
you experienced when you went from the public schools to Arch-
bishop Carroll?

Ms. DUNSTON. Well, there are several differences between a pub-
lic school and Archbishop Carroll High School. For example, as Ms.
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Bennett mentioned earlier, I attended Birney Elementary School,
and right now there is no progression I can see, as far as my ob-
serving the school now.

When I left Birney Elementary School, I attended a charter
school, and it was similar to a regular D.C. public school. We were
in trailers. It was not a building at all, so that kind of hindered
my ability to be successful as far as environment-wise. And when
I went to Archbishop Carroll High School, it was just a whole tran-
sition altogether, as far as the safety nets that teachers provided
for the students and the nurturing environment. And the chal-
lenging curriculum was just something different for me and made
me a better person.

dggairman LIEBERMAN. Thank you. Mr. Holassie, do you want to
add?

Mr. HoLASSIE. Oh, I feel that there are many differences. I feel
that there are more expectations in private schools, and also Catho-
lic schools, than there are in the public schools. Educationally, aca-
demically, the expectations for that are much higher.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. So you felt that the teachers expected you
to do better, and in a very real way, that helped you do better.

Mr. HorASssIE. Yes. The teachers in the private schools and
Catholic schools really want me to succeed. I did not get that moti-
vation in public schools.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. That is very important. Senator Collins.

Senator COLLINS. Thank you.

Let me thank all of you for your excellent and compelling testi-
mony. I just have one question before we are going to have to go
to vote. And I am going to ask Tiffany and Ronald to respond to
the same question.

We want to improve D.C.’s public schools as well, and I want to
reinforce what the Chairman said. But I would be interested in
your observations on the differences in your lives versus your
friends who are left behind in the public schools that you left.

Where are they now? What has happened to them? And do you
believe that your ability to take advantage of this scholarship pro-
glr)zllm }})elped you advance in ways that perhaps they have not been
able to?

Ronald, we will start with you.

Mr. HovrassiE. Well, I feel that having the opportunity of the
D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program, it absolutely changed me
as a person and helped me to evolve. I feel that, actually, it is the
D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program, and we need opportunities
for scholarships for children in the District of Columbia, and those
opportunities will greatly benefit them.

Senator COLLINS. Tiffany, was there a difference for you com-
pared to students who perhaps applied but did not get an Oppor-
tunity Scholarship because there was not enough funding?

Ms. DUNSTON. I know several students who also applied for the
scholarship that went to Carroll High School, who are now at col-
leges. I have a friend who is at Spelman College. She went through
the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program as well.

But other friends that went to D.C. public schools, I observed
them just in the streets. I guess they are working, or not attending
school, but they are not on the level that I know they could have
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been if they would have just tried to be successful in their edu-
cation.

Senator COLLINS. So their future does not look as bright as yours
does as the result of your having this opportunity.

Ms. DUNSTON. Yes.

Senator COLLINS. Is that correct?

Ms. DUNSTON. Yes, ma’am.

Senator COLLINS. Thank you. Would you agree with that, too?

Mr. HOLASSIE. Yes, I would agree.

Senator COLLINS. Thank you. Thank you very much.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Senator Voinovich, the vote is on. We
have about 7 minutes left.

Do you want to try some questions now or do you want to wait
until we come back?

Senator VOINOVICH. I would rather wait until we get back.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. That is good.

So we are going to stand in recess. Do not go far because we will
try to get over to the Capitol and back real quickly.

[Recess.]

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Let me ask everyone, please, to take your
seats again, and we will begin to recommence the hearing. I thank
you very much for your patience. I am sorry that we had to break.
I think there will not be another vote for a while, so, hopefully, we
will be able to go right through, finish this panel, and go on to the
second panel.

When we stopped, Senator Voinovich was next, and then we will
go to Senator Burris.

OPENING STATEMENT OF SENATOR VOINOVICH

Senator VOINOVICH. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thank you for
holding this hearing, and thank you for the very eloquent speech
that you gave in your opening statement in terms of the quality of
this program that we put in place several years ago. And, of course,
the students who are here spoke eloquently about what a great
program it is.

I would like to give Mr. Chairman a little history here. When 1
first met Mayor Williams—and, Mayor, thank you so much for
being here—I was on the Oversight of Government Management
and the District of Columbia Subcommittee. Now, it is the Over-
sight of Government Management, the Federal Workforce, and the
District of Columbia Subcommittee. And I said to him that the Dis-
trict of Columbia’s school system ought to be a school system on
the shining hill, something to be looked up to around the country,
and that with half the kids dropping out of our urban school dis-
tricts, Ohio, my State, and this Nation cannot be successful.

So we worked with the mayor and other people. And, Mr. Chair-
man, we created the District of Columbia Tuition Assistance Grant
Program (DC TAG). We discovered that District students did not
have an opportunity for higher education except for the District of
Columbia, and so we put a program in place to provide them with
up to $10,000 for out-of-state scholarship money. And I suspect,
Tiffany, you may have taken advantage of the DC TAG Program.

In addition to that, Don Graham of the Washington Post and the
business people got together and created the District of Columbia
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College Access Program (DC CAP). And we have seen the greatest
increase in college attendance in the District. I think it is 60 per-
cent, the biggest that has happened anywhere in the country.

Then in 2004, Mr. Chairman, when we had this opportunity of
helping the schools, we said, let us provide more money for the
public schools, let us provide some money for charter schools, and
then let us look into this issue of scholarships. And I was particu-
larly aware of the scholarship program because it was a program
that I helped start when I was governor of the State of Ohio. And
I recall that the National Education Association and the American
Federation of Teachers were opposed to it, and they said that the
reason they were opposed to it was because it was unconstitutional.
I felt that it was constitutional. And ultimately, in the Zelman v.
Simmons-Harris case on June 27, 2002, the Supreme Court said it
is constitutional.

We put this program in place, and the thought was that we are
going to try to make a big difference in the District. And I would
like to say, the District has made some significant improvement.
But it is outrageous to me today that we are cutting this program
off with yet a year to go. We should not even be here. We should
not be having these hearings. I think the President coming out and
saying we are going to let the program continue but no new kids—
Mr. Chairman, I agree with you. If it is a bad program, then we
ought to get rid of it. If it is a good program, we should continue
it. And I do not think the President should allow the heat to be
taken off of him by saying, well, we will let it keep going.

The real problem here today—and everybody in this room ought
to know this—is that this is a democracy that we are in, and we
have people that lobby the Senate. But the National Education As-
sociation and the American Federation of Teachers do not like this
program. And the thing that disturbs me—and, children, this is a
lesson for you and your parents—is that they are not here today.
They do not have the guts to come here and look at Tiffany in the
eye and Ronald in the eye and Latasha in the eye and say, you
know what, we are going to cut off your program.

Now, if this is such a bad thing, where are they?

Where are they, Mr. Chairman? This is outrageous. Not only
should we be outraged here in this community in D.C., but we
should be outraged nationally that somebody can reach into the
process and somehow work in an amendment to a piece of legisla-
tion, cut off the money for a program, and not have to stand up
and be counted and tell us why they think this should be done.

[Applause.]

Senator VOINOVICH. So, Mr. Chairman, I think that one of the
things that we ought to talk about—I know what is going to hap-
pen here. We will have these hearings, and then it will go to our
Committee, and we will probably have a vote out of our Committee,
and then we will maybe not have the votes because of the pressure
from the teachers’ unions. And the leader has promised us that we
will have a vote on the floor, I believe; we can discuss this.

But what should happen is that Mayor Fenty and Michelle Rhee,
and a few other people in this community, should call the leader-
ship of the Democratic Party, and maybe some Republicans, and
say, look, folks, let us just let this thing go. Let us just give them
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money for another year while we discuss this and let it go, instead
of going through all of this that we are going through today. That
is what we should be doing.

So I would say this. Let us start thinking about our children. The
D.C. school system is improving, but it is not where it should be.
And when I heard that they were going to shut off this program,
it was a discordant note.

I do not know if you know this or not, but the Gates Foundation
is going to put $140 million into the District during the next 10
years, and to regions where they have 60 percent dropout rates. So
we are making progress. And the fact that we are supporting this
program does not mean that we do not support the public school
system. We do. We want it to get better. And I learned a long time
ago that if you have some measuring and some competition, it has
a way of improving the overall system.

Tiffany, please repeat again why you think that you had more of
an opportunity when you took advantage of the scholarship. Tell us
again.

Ms. DunNsTON. Well, I believe that the Opportunity Scholarship
Program has made me a better individual and student because it
motivated me to be successful and guided me on that path to be
successful. And it just challenged me as far as going to a different
school, a Catholic school versus a public school. It was just a whole
transition of becoming better. The environment challenged me be-
cause socially I was challenged when I was living in a poverty envi-
ronment, so I just made myself a better individual as far as getting
through my education.

Senator VOINOVICH. Were you a good student in the public
schools?

Ms. DUNSTON. Yes.

Senator VOINOVICH. And are you living with your grandmother?

Ms. DUNSTON. Yes, my grandmother and my mom, they just
wanted a better education for me. They knew that Ballou or Ana-
costia High School was just going to degrade me and make me
nothing more.

Senator VOINOVICH. Ronald, how about you? Let us talk about
you a little bit more and what you have gained from this.

Mr. HoLASSIE. You are saying what I have gained from the op-
portunity?

Senator VOINOVICH. Yes, from the opportunity. That is right.

How do you feel it is different than, say, if you had stayed where
you were before?

Mr. Horassik. If I had stayed where I was before, I would not
be at this point that I am now. I would not be deputy youth mayor.
My way of thinking is totally different now. I feel that I am more
intelligent, and I am headed toward a brighter future.

Senator VOINOVICH. You came into the program how long ago, 4
or 5 years?

Mr. HoLASSIE. Six years ago. I came into the program the first
year.

Senator VOINOVICH. At the time you were in school, were you
thinking about going to college at that time?

Mr. HoLAsSIE. Yes. I always knew I would go to college.

Senator VOINOVICH. And why did you know that?
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Mr. HoLASSIE. Because, I mean, it is a priority. You have to go
to college to be successful in life.

Senator VOINOVICH. Tiffany, you are the first in your family to
go on to college?

Ms. DUNSTON. Yes, sir.

Senator VOINOVICH. Well, I would just like to say, Mr. Chairman,
that it would be wonderful if somebody behind the scenes would
take care of this, take care of it in the Appropriations Committee
or someplace else, so we do not have to continue to go through all
of this when we know the real problem here is that there is a cou-
ple of special interest groups that do not want to see this take
place. And the American people should know it. That is too bad.

Ms. DUNSTON. I have a question. Can I ask——

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Wait a second, now. [Laughter.]

I know you have a 4.1 GPA, but we are supposed to ask the
questions. But go ahead, please.

Ms. DUNSTON. You stated that you wanted to make the D.C. pub-
lic schools better.

What are the steps to making it better? What are the plans to
make them better?

[Applause.]

Senator VOINOVICH. Real quickly. First of all, I think that Mayor
Fenty has continued the commitment of Mayor Williams that one
of the most important things in the District is to improve the
school system.

Second of all, I think that you were able to attract an out-
standing leader in Michelle Rhee, and she is working with the com-
munity. And they systematically are working on programs that are
going to incrementally improve the school system. From my per-
spective, they are making great progress. And they will continue to
make great progress if we can continue our charter schools and
have a variety of opportunities that are available in the District as
we move forward.

Ms. DuNsTON. All right. Thank you.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. All right. Thanks, Senator Voinovich.
Thanks for your passion, really, and your outrage because it is
something to be outraged about. I appreciate it.

Mr. Holassie, I want you to know—you could not see. I believe
that is your dad sitting over to the

Is that right?

He just had the biggest smile on his face when you explained
that you were always going to go to college simply because it was
a priority. And I think that goes back to him.

Senator Burris.

OPENING STATEMENT OF SENATOR BURRIS

Senator BURRIS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. Chairman, I am concerned. Where are the public schools?
Were they invited to testify today?

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Yes. I have not mentioned names, but we
did invite both Mayor Fenty and Chancellor Rhee. We also invited
the representatives of the two teachers’ unions and some others
who have been opponents of this program, and none of them would
accept the invitation.
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Senator BURRIS. I see. I certainly am honored to hear these dis-
tinguished students and to hear their positions and their testi-
mony, which was terrific. We are really pulling for you.

My whole problem is that I can go get you some students in a
public school, and they also went to college, and they also did very
well, whether or not they had parental guidance or parental direc-
tion. What I am hearing from the testimony here is that all the
public school kids are destined to be whatever, and I do not think
that is what we are trying to convey here.

I mean, we have some money that is going to help some children,
and if we had money to help all children, perhaps we could have
more people testifying, probably more people going to school and
getting out of the poverty situation.

I commend you young people. But I remember when we grew up,
poverty did not determine our education. Our commitment and our
parents determined our education. And you have to have your own
goals and your own ambition to set that pace, and education is a
vehicle to do that.

So, Mr. Chairman, I have serious problems with the implications
that have been put out here that money is going to be the answer
to our children being successful and that there are some problems
with the public schools. We also have schools, whether they are
public or parochial or chartered, that have children that do not
make it or children that are failures. So we can bring in students
from all those charter schools that did not make it.

So I am concerned that we are giving a bad impression here for
a program that came into existence 5 years ago that has helped
some people, and now the assessment of those programs, which, of
course, are called vouchers, is running out, and there are some peo-
ple saying that there is very little change in the overall improve-
ment of most of the students.

I understand that from my research that the only thing that im-
proved a little bit for those 1,600 students that are involved in the
program was reading. There has been no change in the math
scores. And so, I do not want to have the wrong impression being
communicated here that this program is the be all and end all for
the problems, and vouchers are the be all and end all for the prob-
lems of our school children. I do not think that they are.

We have to deal with what is happening in our public schools
and make sure we correct those public schools. And if people are
fortunate enough to go to a parochial school or a chartered school,
then that is fine. But we cannot put the onus on public schools and
not fund public education when it is the obligation of the govern-
ment to see to it that our students are educated. And if we polled
every school in the District of Columbia and pulled out some stu-
dents and put them into a special program and gave them that spe-
cial kind of attention, I guarantee you they would do better. And
that is what we must concentrate on for every class, every school,
not only in the District of Columbia, but in my city of Chicago or
in the State of Illinois. We have a strong feeling about how we han-
dle those charter schools.

So I want to commend you young people. You do what you are
supposed to do. And I know a lot of kids who have gone to public
schools who also are going to be able to go to Princeton, are going
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to be able to go to college, are going to be able to go to Southern
Illinois University, and are going to be able to go to Howard be-
cause they went to a public school. The fact that you went to a
charter school is certainly a blessing, but that does not mean that
the kids in a public school are not going to make it either.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Thanks, Senator Burris.

Look, I said briefly earlier that this is not against the public
schools. This is part of a

Did you want to say something, Ronald?

Mr. HOLASSIE. Yes, I did.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Go ahead.

Mr. HoLASSIE. I would like to say about the public school situa-
tion that right now at the present time, most public schools are not
at the standards that they should be academically. They are very
low right now. And public schools did not get bad overnight, and
they are not going to get better overnight. So why not have the Op-
portunity Scholarship Program, which will give children in the Dis-
trict of Columbia an opportunity to get a high quality education,
which they cannot receive right now at this point?

[Applause.]

Chairman LIEBERMAN. We have got to quiet down.

Senator BURRIS. Mr. Chairman, I still have 2 minutes of my
time. I did not use all of my time, Mr. Chairman.

I want to ask this question. How many students are in the D.C.
public schools?

Chairman LIEBERMAN. I am not sure I know the number—
72,0007

Senator BURRIS. And how many students are in this program?

Chairman LIEBERMAN. It is between 1,600 and 2,000, depending
on the year. I think it is about 1,700 now.

Senator BURRIS. And you say we have 74,000 students at a pro-
gram for failure.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Well, obviously, there is some success.
But, you know what, maybe we should save this for the second
panel, although your answer was a good one, Ronald. But, to me,
this program does not take a dollar from the D.C. public schools.
As a matter of fact, it was part of an agreement that added mil-
lions of dollars to the public schools. And so it was all about cre-
ating options for parents and children while we are working our
way to the day when the public schools can give the kind of edu-
cation that all parents want their children to have.

But I think we will have more on this in the second panel. Sen-
ator Ensign.

OPENING STATEMENT OF SENATOR ENSIGN

Senator ENSIGN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thanks very much
for holding this hearing. As a lot of folks know, I was the sponsor
of the amendment to try to restore the funding for not only kids
who are attending now but for kids into the future. And I think it
is very unfortunate that the Secretary of Education has said that
they are not going to allow new students into this program.

One of the reasons that I appreciate your being here today—es-
pecially, Tiffany, you have been through it. I think it is the respon-
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sibility of people like you who understand the benefit of it to pay
back so that other kids can have this benefit. And, Ronald, I loved
your answer there.

By the way, I am a product of public schools. And, yes, I went
to college. I went to veterinary school. I have a professional degree
and all of that. And there are a lot of great public schools around
the United States. There are, I am sure, some great public schools
even within Washingotn, DC. There are some great teachers. There
are some people who really care. But overall, Ronald, you are cor-
rect. The system in Washington, and in most other parts of the
country, is not working. We are competing in a global marketplace
today, and we have arguably the worst or second worst K through
12 system in the world today, and that is unacceptable.

For those who have argued that education is a civil right, to
allow kids to be in failing schools—even if you are giving them an
education, if it is a failing school, that is not providing a civil right.
I believe in putting kids before special interest groups, and that is
really what this is about.

There are many reforms out there. New York City has had some
great articles recently. And, actually, the Secretary of Education
came out and talked about the charter schools in New York City
and the dramatic results that they have had in improving edu-
cation. Those are public schools, but they are charter schools.

There is no one single answer for improving education. This is
just one little piece that we are trying to preserve that has given
1,700 kids an opportunity to succeed, and there are some great ex-
amples. And, Ronald, I know when we did our press conference a
month or two ago, I was very impressed with you and some of the
other kids who were there that day. Seeing your faces, Tiffany, I
am impressed with what you are accomplishing. And, Latasha, I
am a parent, too. I have kids, and I want the best for them. As a
matter of fact, I have a child who has special needs, and we actu-
ally found a private school for him.

Now, I am able to afford to send him to that school that meets
his needs because they teach differently in the school. Now, we are
fortunate that this school is going to become a charter school in a
couple of years for other kids to be able to attend, and I am happy
about that.

But there are just too many different situations out there, and
the bottom line is, we need to have choices. And if choices and ex-
periments can show that one thing is working, maybe the public
schools will see that one thing that is working and copy it. It is
called competition and experimentation so that we can improve all
kids’ education. Because if we want to send kids out into the world
today to be able to compete against the Chinese and the Indians
and the Europeans and the South Americans, they have to have a
great education.

I would submit this. We have the finest colleges and educations
in the world. Nobody argues that. Hands down, we are the best.
So many people from around the world want to come to the United
States.

Do you know the fundamental difference between K through 12
education and our colleges and universities? In our colleges and
universities, if you have the GI Bill, if you get a student loan, if
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you get a Pell grant, if you get a scholarship, you can go to any
college you want to go to that you can get into. As a matter of fact,
universities come, and they actually compete for the students. They
recruit. So they are competing for those students. They are com-
peting for those students and their money. If you do not have the
means in K through 12, most people, it is a monopoly situation, are
stuck there.

So what we are trying to do is provide some choices. That is why
I like charter schools. That is why I like the ideas. Not to take
away from the public school system, but to improve the public
school system. We have great public colleges. We have not de-
stroyed the public colleges in the United States by having competi-
tion; we have actually made them better. In Washington, DC, now,
it costs $15,500 per student, per year.

Ronald and Tiffany, do you know how much the voucher program
is worth? The scholarship program that you are in, do you know
how much you get?

Mr. HoLAsSIE. Washington, DC, are you saying?

Senator ENSIGN. Yes.

Mr. HOLASSIE. Seven thousand five hundred dollars.

Senator ENSIGN. That is correct. So it is half.

By the way, every student is taken out, so D.C. public schools got
more money, plus the fact that they do not have to educate the
scholarship students. And you are getting half the price, and even
though the study was not a great study, it certainly showed some
positive results, and at least that is good. Positive results are good.

Now, if they actually did the study properly and just studied the
kids that were in the program instead of studying the kids who did
not get into the program—I mean, how do you group those two to-
gether? It just does not make any sense to me. But it still showed
improvement, even with a flawed study. And that is the bottom
line. We should be about improving kids’ education.

So I thank all of you for being here and fighting for this. And
we need to continue to fight together.

[Applause.]

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Thanks, Senator Ensign.

Friends, I have been a little light on the gavel here, but we are
not accustomed to applause, usually, during Committee hearings.
So if you can restrain yourself, please do.

Senator ENSIGN. Mr. Chairman, I am glad you said that after I
got my applause. [Laughter.]

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Yes.

I want to thank this panel. You have been really compelling, and
unfortunately, the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program has be-
come an issue around which there is a great national debate. And
in some sense, this panel reminds us that in the middle of this de-
bate between different forces, there are real people—real parents
who want the best for their children; real children with all the abil-
ity that God gave them, and they are just looking for the oppor-
tunity to develop it. And you have spoken with remarkable force
and clarity and eloquence. I appreciate it very much.

Ms. Bennett, I admire you as a mother and know that your chil-
dren will do well. And I hope that little daughter can get into this
program.
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Tiffany, did you say you are in a microbiology program?

Ms. DUNSTON. Biochemistry.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Biochemistry. So I am sure you are going
to come back to the District either as a Ph.D. in something like
that or a doctor and do great things.

Ronald, someday you are not just going to be deputy mayor.

So thank you for being here. God bless you. I will now call the
second panel. Thank you very much. I know if I had not chastised
everyone here, you would have received enormous applause at this
point.

So we will call to the table Hon. Anthony A. Williams, former
mayor of the District of Columbia; Bruce B. Stewart, Head of
School of the Sidwell Friends School; and Patrick J. Wolf, Ph.D.,
principal investigator, Institute of Education Sciences Study, who
comes to us from the College of Education and Health Professions
at the University of Arkansas.

We thank the three of you. We thank you for your patience. We
are very eager to hear your testimony.

Mayor Williams, the truth is you need no introduction, but just
let me say how much I admire your public service. And I have
watched it since you were a student at Yale College and went into
New Haven city government, and on from there. It has been re-
markable to see all that you have done and all that you have ac-
complished. Your leadership on behalf of the children of the D.C.
school system, not just on behalf of the institutions, but on behalf
of each of the children, has really been a model for a lot of us. So
we welcome your testimony now.

TESTIMONY OF HON. ANTHONY A. WILLIAMS,! FORMER
MAYOR OF THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

Mr. WiLLiaMS. Well, good morning, Chairman Lieberman, Sen-
ator Collins, and Members of the Committee. I greatly appreciate
your leadership on numerous issues of great importance to the Dis-
trict of Columbia, our Nation’s capital, especially, I want to say, on
voting rights. Although the journey is far from over, District resi-
dents are closer to achieving the full fruits of American democracy,
civil rights, thanks to this Committee. And in that vein, I am
pleased to be here to speak about another civil right, education,
and in particular, the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program,
which has expanded educational options for low-income students in
Washington, DC.

I have often said that I would not be here today and would not
have been mayor of the District of Columbia had it not been for
loving parents that made sure I had the very best education pos-
sible. I am sure this is the case for Members of the Committee as
well. Opportunity Scholarships, in fact, have improved the edu-
cation of thousands of children from low-income families, one of
whom may be a future mayor of our city as we saw with Ronald,
or perhaps a congressperson, or maybe even a senator.

As many of you know, I was present at the creation of the D.C.
Opportunity Scholarship Program, and I want to say some people
claim that it was forced on the city, or foisted on the city, by the

1The prepared statement of Mr. Williams appears in the Appendix on page 54.
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evil Federal Government or Republican White House. This is not
accurate, and I would like to set the record straight.

The program was shaped and championed by D.C. leaders, the
same way the TAG program was that Senator Voinovich men-
tioned. The DC CAP program, the same thing here. In fact, yours
truly, Kevin P. Chavous, then chair of the District Council’s Edu-
cation Committee, and then President of the D.C. Board of Edu-
cation, Peggy Cooper Cafritz, and many local parents, educators
and community leaders worked on the program. We worked closely
with the previous Administration to develop what many refer to as
a three-sector program.

So the three-sectors approach we talked about was not originally
part of the design. Local leaders working with the Congress and
working with the White House ensured that the public schools, the
public charter schools, and the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship
schools would all be funded.

Now, as one would expect, there was not unanimity among edu-
cational leaders on whether the District should have vouchers for
private school education. Some would have, in fact, turned down
support for public charter schools based solely on ideological oppo-
sition to voucher programs or choice. I have to say I listened to
these sentiments, but I also listened closely, and I think more im-
portantly, to the many low-income parents who implored me to put
children first. And it became clear to me that there was no reason
to deny these parents the opportunity to make the best choices for
their children, the same choices that more affluent people make ev-
eryday, the same choices that parents make for college everyday.

Indeed, and unfortunately, there are still some who do not think
that low-income parents should or are even capable of making
these choices. And I profoundly disagreed and vowed that we offer
the opportunity and see, indeed, whether parents would take ad-
vantage of the options, and they did in a very big way. And, in fact,
I was impressed as mayor that mothers in the most desperate cir-
cumstances know intuitively and fundamentally what is important
for their children, and we saw that here today.

Now, 5 years later, I am pleased that the D.C. Opportunity
Scholarship Program has been a big success. Over 2,600 students
have used the scholarships, and there is high demand in the com-
munity with more than 8,000 families applying.

It was really important to me, and other original sponsors, in-
cluding Senator Dianne Feinstein, that the original bill contained
an evaluation component. And I would say, as part of the evalua-
tion component, we were looking to see that there were actual
metrics of success. And among the key findings we found so far are:
Children have higher test scores; there is overwhelming parental
satisfaction; parents are more involved in their child’s education;
students attend schools that are more integrated and have smaller
class sizes; and finally, children have an improved attitude, and we
saw this today, toward learning, toward their ambition, and toward
their sense of self-esteem and their enthusiasm about the learning
experience.

I would also say, as far as the evaluation of the program is con-
cerned, the program was designed so that for the first time we
would have a rigorous, however flawed, sustained evaluation of
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choice in the Nation’s capital. And I would agree with Senator
Voinovich. I would say that at a very minimum, we allow the pro-
gram to continue and evaluate it on its original terms before we
stop it, undermine it, short circuit it, and claim it is a failure.

I am also pleased that the General Accounting Office (GAO) re-
viewed the management of the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Pro-
gram. A 2007 report highlighted a number of areas where adminis-
trative and management practices could, in fact, be improved. The
program administrator, the Washington Scholarship Fund, has ad-
dressed these deficiencies, and the program has been, I think, im-
proved materially. And I can tell you that having served as a
mayor of a major American city that was subject to many GAO re-
ports, the findings on the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program
were certainly within the margin of reasonable improvements. And
overall, they demonstrated that the program has been adminis-
tered successfully, I think, in the face of an overwhelming chal-
lenge of getting the program up and running in a very short period
of time.

The bottom line is that a school choice environment is thriving
in Washington, DC. There is a robust public charter school move-
ment that is now educating over one-third of our students. And I
applaud, as this Committee does, the work of my successor, Mayor
Adrian Fenty, and our chancellor, Michelle Rhee, in giving unprec-
edented authority to the D.C. public school administration to act
boldly, urgently, and aggressively. And I applaud them for their
bold reform efforts and admire that kind of tenacity. Both of them,
as we all know, are articulate supporters of school choice and rec-
ognize that every child benefits when parents have more than one
option for a quality improved education choice.

I strongly urge the Committee to pass the reauthorization for the
program. It is not enough to fund only the current children while
not accepting new applications. That decision, in fact, as we have
seen today, would split up families, could force the closure of some
schools, and seems to be made more on the basis of political com-
promise rather than on the basis of real facts as they affect fami-
lies.

It will be difficult to administer this program on a scale smaller
than the current size, and participating schools will face higher per
capita compliance burdens as the number of students dwindle. And
quite frankly, I am somewhat befuddled by the proposal to have
the program die by, in effect, attrition. As a lifelong Democrat who
served 8 years as mayor of Washington, DC, with a predominantly
African-American population beset by many challenges to the basic
family structure and fabric, most importantly, a decades-long sys-
tem of inferior education, I cannot understand why anyone would
eliminate a program, especially when it is not costing the schools
or the local District government a dime, that has uplifted the lives,
fulfilled the dreams, and given hope to thousands of low-income
families.

Now, I am not here to advocate for national policies or to speak
beyond the needs of the city I served as mayor. I am here to say
that given the unique—let us say peculiar—relationship between
the Federal Government and its capital city, the three-sector pro-
gram, including the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program, is an
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appropriate and well-deserved and, I think, productive Federal in-
vestment.

Last week, I had the opportunity and was very proud to speak
at a rally in support of choice in the District. Over 2,000 parents,
children, and members of the community came together outside our
city hall. These families presented to the mayor and to the District
leadership a petition.

Mr. Chairman, you have shown the package—7,400 signatures,
all D.C. residents, who not only support the program but want it
reauthorized and, in fact, expanded and strengthened. What better
measure of success than the desire of parents, the desire of citi-
zens, citizens of the District, to continue the program? And you
have heard from a couple of them today, and I think their testi-
mony has been profound.

I have to tell you, far beyond any building—and my wife gets
sick of me driving around the city saying I helped build this and
I helped build that—I think my real sense of pride is to say that
I had some small role to create a program where Ronald and Tif-
fany could sit here today and talk to you about their successful
dreams and ambitions. We need to continue that, we need to sup-
port that, and we need to reauthorize this program. And I thank
you for the opportunity to testify today.

Chairman LIEBERMAN. Thanks, Mr. Williams. That was very
powerful. Thanks for what you did when you were mayor, and
thanks for sticking with it after.

We are very grateful, Bruce Stewart, that you are here. Bruce
Stewart is the Head of Sidwell Friends School, a great private
school here in Washington, really, probably one of the best in the
country, which has taken students under the OSP program. And
we look forward to hearing your experience with that now. Thank
you.

TESTIMONY OF BRUCE B. STEWART,! HEAD OF SCHOOL,
SIDWELL FRIENDS SCHOOL

Mr. STEWART. Thank you and good morning. I am delighted to
be here today to speak about this critically important issue. I want
to apologize in advance, though, for my hoarseness. I hope you can
indulge that.

School choice, I believe, is as fundamentally American as apple
pie, and D.C.’s experimental Opportunity Scholarship Program is a
significant means of providing District families with a whole new
awareness regarding the best options for their children’s academic
growth. Indeed, this initiative has prompted scores of historically
underserved people to think even more carefully, thoughtfully, and
critically about the education of their daughters and sons. And I
use that sequence because I have three daughters.

How Americans cultivate human capacity will undoubtedly shape
our national economic viability. As McKinsey and Company has so
aptly noted in its very recent research efforts, the racial, economic,
and regional gaps in education across our country “impose on the
United States the economic equivalent of a permanent national re-
cession.” That is, I believe, a powerful observation.

1The prepared statement of Mr. Stewart appears in the Appendix on page 59.
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Hence, I think that we, and each of you in particular, must do
all that can be done to sustain D.C. Opportunity Scholarships for
the young people of the District. I think we would all agree that
choice and competition are fundamental threads in our country’s
fabric. We have, I believe, a strong national conviction regarding
alternatives. Is it not far more American to select from options and
opportunity ranges in the marketplace, in health care, in vocation,
in religion, in location of our homes, in the election of our public
officials, and in a host of other key value decisions, than to select
from a few heavily restricted options or a single forced choice?

For me, involvement with the OSP has brought my own early
public school experience vividly back to life. As one who grew up
in a largely immigrant community in Lynn, Massachusetts, I hold
clear recollections of family and neighbors deeply concerned about
the community’s schools and the opportunities they did or did not
present for their children. Hence, throughout my career as an aca-
demic administrator, I have maintained the strong conviction that
every child should have the option to attend a school of appropriate
academic fit regardless of place of residence.

In my time, public, parochial, independent, vocational, and
boarding schools were all options. Choice was often the product of
particular personal or family beliefs, but academic rigor and prepa-
ration for vocational and college study were also almost always dis-
tinctly top-tier considerations.

It 1s good to see these mind-sets returning to the forefront in
D.C. and to know that families are once again engaging in a reflec-
tive discussion about their children’s school placement. I think
there is little question that society benefits immensely when oppor-
tunities are offered to all, not simply to some.

Let me offer a personal observation from my own career journey.
My first full-time teaching assignment was in public education in
Greensboro, North Carolina, just after the sit-ins at the now histor-
ical Woolworth lunch counter. As a teacher and ninth grade guid-
ance counselor, a very important part of my work my very first
year of my career was with a dozen or so young black Americans
who were the first of their race to enter Walter Hines Page High
School. They were given choice, but that opportunity required un-
paralleled courage and conviction and led them through great per-
sonal pain and sacrifice simply to enjoy equal access.

That experience immediately inspired in me a strong determina-
tion to do all that I could to see that every young American, regard-
less of background, received a fair chance at the best education
possible. It is still my hope that this goal will one day be fully met,
and not as a matter of random occurrence, but rather through care-
fully reasoned public policy.

School integration by race has made a true difference, and I be-
lieve that greater school mixture by economic standing is similarly
essential. We must not allow one racial or socio-economic tier of our
society to flourish while others languish. The one and the many
are, and must continue to be, inextricably intertwined if we are to
achieve the full potential so powerfully present in our ever-matur-
ing democracy. For justice’s sake, we cannot have the connected
rife with choice while the disenfranchised remain captured by cir-
cumstance.
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Over the past 50 years, I have personally experienced the matu-
ration of our society’s growing commitment to racial equality. After
Page High School, I had the wonderful opportunity to work first
with Governor Terry Sanford as one of the founders of the North
Carolina School of the Arts and then with Governor Jim Hunt as
a consultant to the development of the North Carolina School of
Science and Mathematics. For 14 years, I served in the administra-
tion of Guilford College as Director of Admissions, Assistant to the
President, Provost and Acting President; then I became Head of
Abington Friends School, and now I serve as Head of School at the
Sidwell Friends School. In all of these institutions, I have thank-
fully had numerous opportunities to advocate for social justice.

In each case, one of my professional priorities was increasing stu-
dent access, not only in terms of race but also in relation to eco-
nomic background. It made no sense to me, as the son of a Scottish
immigrant who attended school only through the third grade, not
to do all in my power to make certain that every child could gain
access to the school of his or her choice.

My father’s words always echoed in my ears, “Boy, I crossed the
great pond, the Atlantic, to give you learning opportunities that I
could never enjoy. Do not ever make excuses. Achieve! Be all that
you can be.” That was his dream for me. And for nearly 50 years,
that has been my dream as an educator for every American child;
no exceptions!

I am very proud of the fact that today, Sidwell Friends School
(SFS) enrolls a truly diverse community of students. Currently, we
serve two students who have qualified for OSP grants and three
who are Signature Scholarship recipients, both programs being ad-
ministered by the Washington Scholarship Fund. Each of these
young people has prospered, having worked determinedly to take
full advantage of the school’s varied and rigorous curricular and co-
curricular programs. Sidwell Friends School is honored to be the
school of their choice. Clearly, all of these youngsters, and many
more enrolled at other independent and non-public schools across
the District, reached, and reached high, for a challenging edu-
cation.

When the D.C. Opportunity Scholarship Program was originally
announced, there were many members of the independent school
community who were qualified in their endorsement of it, fearing
government interference. Sidwell Friends School, however, felt that
young boys and girls sho